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Tales Newly Told
A Colum n by Alexei Kondratiev
M ythlore i s  p lea sed  to  begin  t h i s  new f i c t i o n  
review  column by A le x i K on d ratiev . There has been such  
p le th o ra  o f  fa n ta sy  and m y th o lo g ic a lly  based f i c t i o n  in  
r ecen t y e a r s , th a t  rea d ers  are  d e lu g ed . The hope i s  
th a t  t h i s  column can p rov id e some a s s is t a n c e  in  wading 
through th e  volum es th a t s t e a d i ly  ap pear, r e la t in g  t h i s  
new m a te r ia l to  both th e  in f lu e n c e  o f  th e  I n k lin g s  and 
th e  common background so u rces  and in f lu e n c e s .  In l i g h t  
o f  th e  S o c ie t y 's  annual M ythopoeic F a n ta sty  Award, th e  
column w i l l  a ttem pt to  cover  l i k e l y  nom inees. Mr. 
K ondratiev i s  one o f  th e  b e s t  read members o f  th e  
S o c ie ty  in  t h i s  area  and has served  on th e  F antasy  
Award Committee fo r  s e v e r a l  y e a r s .
G.G. E d itor
From i t s  s u b t i t l e  —  "A N ovel o f  an A ncien t China 
That Never Was" —  one would n a tu r a lly  assume th a t  
Barry H ughart's B ridge o f  B ird s (D el Rey, 1985) was 
meant to  be in  th e  t r a d i t io n  o f  th e  famous Kai Lung 
s t o r i e s  o f  E rnest Bramah: s t o r i e s  th a t  u se a p e r fe c t ly  
im aginary "Chinese" s e t t in g  a s  a prop fo r  l i g h t  s a t i r e s  
on our own s o c i a l  m ores, w ith  co n v o lu ted , eu p h em istic  
language to  p o in t up th e  h y p o cr isy  and s u p e r f i c ia l i t y  
o f  co n v en tio n a l " p o lite "  in te r c h a n g e . At f i r s t  g la n c e ,  
th e  com parison seem s to  hold  tr u e :  th e  o v e r a l l  ton e o f  
H ughart's n ove l i s  humorous, to  say th e  l e a s t ,  and 
th ere  are  s t r e t c h e s  o f  su p erb ly  ou trageou s d ia lo g u e .  
There are  a ls o  some g r a tu ito u s ., a n a c h r o n is t ic  "Kai 
Lungisms" —  but not very  many o f  th o s e ,  and i t  i s  here  
th a t  we begin  to  se e  H ughart's o r i g i n a l i t y .  U n like  
Bramah (though i t  shou ld  be sa id  in  p a ss in g  th a t  Bramah 
did  make many more r e fe r e n c e s  to  genu ine C hinese  
f o lk lo r e  than he i s  u su a lly  c r e d ite d  f o r ) ,  H ughart's  
main sou rce  o f  th em atic  in s p ir a t io n  i s  th e  l i t e r a r y  
t r a d i t io n  o f  C hina. The main p lo t ,  in  w hich th e  g e n ia l  
p easant lad  Number Ten Ox and th e  w izard Li Kao (who 
has "a s l i g h t  f la w  in  h i s  ch a ra cter" ) undertake a q u est  
fo r  th e  m agica l g in sen g  ro o t th a t  w i l l  cure th e  
poisoned  c h ild r e n  o f  K u-fu , r e c a l l s  th e  framework o f  
many c l a s s i c a l  C hinese s t o r i e s .  S in ce  th e  ro o t has been  
d iv id ed  in t o  s e v e r a l p ie c e s ,  th e  f in d in g  o f  each p ie c e  
c o n s t i t u t e s  —  aga in  in  tru e  O r ie n ta l fa sh io n  —  a 
l i t t l e  sep a ra te  e p is o d e , and g iv e s  r i s e  to  many 
s u b p lo ts .  The wonders th e  two h eros en cou n ter  —  
g in sen g  f a i r i e s ,  g h o s t ly  lo v e r s ,  i n v i s i b l e  demons, 
guarding r u in s , th e  B ridge o f  B ird s i t s e l f  —  w i l l  be 
fa m ilia r  to  a f ic io n a d o e s  o f  C hinese f a ir y  t a l e s .  I f  
t h i s  i s  a China th a t  "never was" in  s t r i c t  h i s t o r i c a l  
term s (a lth o u g h  th ere  i s  no s e r io u s  attem pt a t  
h i s t o r i c a l  v e r is im i l i t u d e ,  th e  s to r y  i s  p laced  in  th e  
e a r ly  Tang d y n a sty , and th e r e  i s  even  a m ention o f  th e  
s ix th -c e n tu r y  B yzan tin e  e x p e d it io n  to  f in d  th e  sou rce  
o f  s i l k ! ) ,  i t  has c e r t a in ly  e x is t e d  in  th e  C hinese  
im a g in a tio n .
H ughart's s t y l e ,  how ever, i s  e n t i r e ly  h i s  own, 
owing noth in g  to  C h in e s e - in - t r a n s la t io n ,  and not very  
much to  Bramah. The f a r c i c a l  n ature and f r e n e t ic  pace 
o f  many o f  th e  a d ven tu res g iv e  th e  w hole n o v e l an a ir  
o f  b a n ter in g  l ig h t n e s s  ( th e  h eroes a re  c o n s ta n t ly  on 
th e  brink o f  d ea th , but d o n 't  seem very put o u t ) ;  t h i s  
i s  where th e  k in sh ip  w ith  Bramah i s  most ap p aren t. But 
Hughart can a ls o  adopt a very d i f f e r e n t  tone o f  
u n d ersta ted , e le g ia c  poignancy ( a s ,  fo r  in s ta n c e ,  when 
Number Ten Ox m eets th e  g h ost o f  a dead sw e e th e a r t) .
T hese two c o n tr a s t in g  moods —  madcap fa r c e  and 
poign an t r e a l i z a t io n  o f  human f r a i l t y  —  are  
im p e r fe c t ly  balanced  in  th e  w r it in g ,  and th e  passage  
from one to  th e  o th er  can be q u ite  ja r r in g .  Yet in  one 
ep iso d e  —  th e  scen e  in  w hich D octor D eath , th e  mad 
T a o is t  a lc h e m is t ,  i s .  t r y in g  to  r e su r r e c t  h is  dead w ife  
—  th e  two moods are  b r i l l i a n t l y  in te g r a te d  w ith  each  
o th e r . S in ce  i t  i s  e v id e n t  th a t  th e r e  w i l l  be more 
ad ven tu res o f  Number Ten Ox and Li Kao, one hopes th a t  
Hughart w i l l  c o n tin u e  to  work on t h i s  unique s y n t h e s is .  
C e r ta in ly  th e  l y r i c a l  m ajesty  o f  th e  f i n a le  —  a grand 
overv iew  o f  th e  C hinese m y th o lo g ic a l lan d scap e  —  i s  a 
h ig h - fa n ta s y  ach ievem ent Hughart can c la im  e n t i r e ly  fo r  
h is  own, and i s  l i g h t - y e a r s  beyond any m ock-Chinese 
c o n v e n tio n . I f  he g iv e s  u s more o f  t h i s  kind o f  
w r it in g ,  he may w e ll  tu rn  ou t to  be one o f  th e  
o u tsta n d in g  f a n t a s i s t s  o f  our tim e .
T urning from a China th a t  never was to  an Ire la n d  
th a t  m ight have b een , we have in  R .A. MacAvoy's The 
Book o f  K e l ls  (Bantam, 1985) a v is io n  o f  te n th -c e n tu r y  
C e lt i c  c i v i l i z a t i o n  th a t  i s  in  many ways a p e r fe c t  
answer to  Morgan L lw elyn ’ s  L ion o f  I r e la n d . A ile s h ,  a 
young g i r l  a tta ck ed  by V ik in g s  a thousand y e a r s  ago in  
our p a s t ,  i s  c a ta p u lte d  in t o  modern D u b lin , and then  
re tu r n s  to  her own p er iod  in  th e  company o f  a somewhat 
u n coord inated  Canadian a r t i s t  named John Thornburn and 
h is  a g g r e s s iv e  g ir l f r i e n d  D erv a l, a te a c h e r  o f  th e  
I r i s h  la n g u a g e . The two modern c h a r a c te r s  a re  in  fo r  a 
s e r i e s  o f  c u ltu r e  sh ock s: th e  flam b oyan t, u n in h ib ite d  
world o f  th e  C e lt s  i s  th e  e x a c t  r e v e r se  o f  th e  cramped, 
p u r ita n , p r o v in c ia l  s o c i e t y  o f  p re sen t-d a y  I r e la n d . I t  
i s  a l s o  a very v io l e n t  w orld , and th ey  have to  d evelop  
stro n g  stom achs. D erv a l, s t r o n g -w il le d  and 
s e l f - p o s s e s s e d ,  s u f f e r s  a blow to  her p r id e  when Mac 
C u lle n , th e  h igh  bard o f  L e in s t e r ,  t e l l s  her th a t her  
I r i s h  i s  t e r r i b l e  and th a t  her h a rp -p la y in g  sounds l i k e  
a c a t  s c r a tc h in g  a t  th e  s t r in g s .  In fu r ia te d  and 
fa s c in a te d  by Mac C u lle n , D erval e v e n tu a lly  comes to  
r e c o g n iz e  th a t  h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  temperament i s  th e  
p e r fe c t  co u n terp a r t to  her own. John, th e  i n s t i n c t i v e ,  
im p u ls iv e  a r t i s t  (h e  g e t s  to  handle th e  Book o f  K e l ls  
in  i t s  o r ig in a l  sp len d ou r and even —  in  a b r ie f  re tu rn  
to  th e  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  —  g e t s  to  compare i t  w ith  i t s  
more w eathered v e r s io n  in  th e  T r in ity  C o lle g e  l ib r a r y ) ,  
comes to  a p p r e c ia te  A i le s h 's  s in c e r i t y  and sp o n ta n e ity .  
John i s  one o f  MacAvoy's most s u c c e s s fu l  c r e a t io n s :  he 
i s  th e  F o o l, r e c a l l in g  both th e  G reat F ool o f  C e l t i c  
t r a d i t io n  and C h arles W illia m s' T arot F oo l —  an 
in stru m en t o f  redem ption , n ot through h i s  c o n sc io u s  
v o l i t i o n ,  but by h is  very  n a tu re .
A lthough I found th e  w r it in g  in  th e  opening  
s e c t io n s  somewhat f l a t t e r  and more co n v e n tio n a l than  
one would ex p ec t from MacAvoy a f t e r  r e a d in g , s a y , th e  
Damiano T r ilo g y , a s  soon a s  th e  a c t io n  has s h i f t e d  to  
th e  te n th  cen tu ry  one comes under th e  s t o r y t e l l e r ' s  
s p e l l .  A second read in g  e s p e c ia l ly  r e v e a ls  how su b t ly  
and c a r e f u l ly  she draws her c h a r a c te r s .  The n o v e l ' s  
g r e a te s t  a s s e t ,  how ever, i s  i t s  r in g  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  
a u t h e n t ic i t y ,  a q u a li ty  r a r e ly  ach ieved  by f i c t i o n  
d e a lin g  w ith  t h i s  p eriod  ( c e r t a in ly  n ot Lion o f  
I r e la n d ! ) .  Not o n ly  has MacAvoy o b v io u s ly  done a l o t  o f  
r e se a r c h , sh e  has d ig e s te d  i t  th o ro u g h ly , and manages 
to  convey th e  f e e l  o f  th e  p er iod  w ith ou t an
c o n t in u e d  on p a g e  23
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Redeemed C i t y ,"  w r i t t e n  by W ill ia m s  i n  1 9 4 1 ,  
fo r esh a d o w s A l l  H a llo w s ' Eve in  som e i n t e r e s t i n g  w a y s .  
He u s e s  t h e  term  t h e  C i t y ,  and o p p o se s  t h a t  t o  t h e  
In fa m y . The form er i s  f r e e  r e d e m p tiv e  e x c h a n g e ,  
C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  and l o v e ,  and i s  i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  E n g la n d ,  
w h ile  t h e  l a t t e r  i s  f o r c e d  s u b s t i t u t i o n ,  s e l f i s h n e s s ,  
and h a t r e d ,  and i s  i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  t h e  N a z i s .  "T here  
i s ,  i n  th e  e n d ,"  w r i t e s  W ill ia m s ,  "no com prom ise  
betw een  th e  tw o; t h e r e  i s  o n ly  c h o i c e ."  [1 2 ]  T h is  i s  
th e  e s s e n t i a l  t r u t h  o f  A l l  H a llo w s ' E v e .  The Infam y i s  
t r u l y  p a r o d ic ,  and b e a r s  c e r t a in  r e s e m b le n c e s  t o  th e  
C i t y ,  b u t t h i s  j u s t  m akes i t  more d a n g er o u s —  and th e  
C i t y ,  more p r e c io u s .
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o s t e n t a t i o u s  d i s p l a y  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t s .  E v ery  w ord , 
e v e r y  g e s t u r e  o f  h er  t e n t h - c e n t u r y  c h a r a c t e r s  seem s  
r i g h t .  D e t a i l s  o f  b e h a v io r  a r e  u sed  e lo q u e n t ly  t o  
e x p r e s s  th e  c o n t r a s t  b e tw een  t h e  C e l t i c  and N o rse  
c u l t u r e s .  M ost w elcom e i s  h e r  v i v i d  and s y m p a th e t ic  
p o r t r a y a l  o f  C e l t i c  C h r i s t i a n i t y  ( a l t h o u g h  i t  may be  
t h a t  sh e  g i v e s  pre-Rom an C hurch p r a c t i c e s  a  g r e a t e r  
p ro m in en ce  th a n  t h e y  w ou ld  h a v e  had a t  t h a t  l a t e  d a t e ) .  
F or t h i s  jo u r n e y  back  t o  a  p r i s t i n e  a n c ie n t  I r e la n d  i s ,  
i n  t h e  e n d , a  jo u r n e y  t o  s p i r i t u a l  s o u r c e s ,  t o  an  
u n v e i l in g  o f  in n e r  t r u t h ,  w o n d e r fu lly  a r t i c u l a t e d  in  
th e  c l i m a t i c  d u e l  o f  p o e tr y  b e tw een  t h e  O d in is t  
b e r s e r k e r  and t h e  C e l t i c  C h r i s t ia n  b a r d . One c l o s e s  th e  
book w it h  a f t e r - im a g e s  o f  p u re  d e l i g h t .  I t  i s  h ard  t o  
im a g in e  a  C e l t o p h i l e  who w ou ld  n o t  be charm ed by t h i s  
s t o r y ,  o r  in d e e d  any s e n s i t i v e  f a n t a s y  r e a d e r  who w ou ld  
rem a in  c o ld  t o  i t s  s im p le ,  q u i e t  e v o c a t io n  o f  j o y .
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up i n  l a s t  word o f  G i l r a e n ' s  la m en t t o  A ra g o rn ; "anim "  
m eans " fo r  m y se lf"  ( I I I ,  p .  3 4 2 ) .  # 3 7  i s  u n d o u b te d ly  a  
c o n c a t e n a t io n  o f  tw o o r  m ore m orphem es, b u t o t h e r  th a n  
" t in "  a s  " s p a r k ; s t a r "  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  s a y .
T h ere  a r e ,  h o w ev e r , g l o s s i n g s  f o r  " n e f " ,  " n ev " , 
and " n iv "  m e a n in g , r e s p e c t i v e l y ,  "on t h i s  s i d e  o f " ,  
" h it h e r " ,  and " w e s t" . C ou ld  i t  n o t  be t h a t  w e s te r n  
sh o r e  o f  M id d le -e a r th  i s  t h e  " h ith e r "  s h o r e  "on t h i s  
s i d e  o f"  t h e  " su n d e r in g  s e a s "  b e tw e en  B e le r ia n d  and  
V a l in o r .  I n d e e d , we a r e  t o l d  t h a t  i t  i s  s o  ( S ,  p .  3 4 3 ) .  
I t  i s  t h e  la n d  and s h o r e  o f  t h e  S in d a r in ,  t h e
G r e y - e lv e s ,  t h e  " t w i l i g h t  E lv e s " .  They a r e  n o t  
C a la q u e n d i,  " E lv e s  o f  t h e  l i g h t "  who had l i v e d  i n  Aman; 
n o r  w ere  th e y  A v a r i ,  t h e  U n w i l l in g ,  t h e  D a r k e s t  o f  t h e  
M o riq u en d i; th e y  w ere  t h o s e  who cam e a s  f a r  a s  th e y  
c o u ld  o u t  o f  t h e  d ark  w ith o u t  b e in g  c o m p le t e ly  i n  t h e  
l i g h t  ( S ,  p . 3 4 8 ) .  T h u s, " t in u v - "  may s im p ly  mean
" t w i l i g h t - s p a r k " ,  a  p o e t i c  enou gh  k e n n in g  f o r
N ig h t in g a le  ( l i t e r a l l y  m ean ing  " s in g e r  i n  t h e  d a r k " ) .
A l o o s e ,  b u t s e m a n t i c a l ly  r e f l e c t i v e  t r a n s l a t i o n  
c o u ld  b e :
"0 th o u  r i s i n g  Moon, C h ild  o f  t h e  O ne, 
m a g ic a l  j e w e l  o f  t h e # r e g io n  o f  s t a r s ,  th o u  
who h a s t  w a tch ed  e v e r  s h in i n g ,  I  sa y  t o  t h e e .
S ta y !  D w e ll w h ere th o u  a r t !  Now f lo w e r  and  
t r e e ,  l i s t e n  i n  s i l e n c e  h e r e  b e n e a th .  [To  
G i l t h o n i e l ]  0  Lord o f  t h e  S u n s e t ,  o f  t h e  
T w i l ig h t ,  S t a r - K in d le r ,  I  m ust s i n g  t o  t h e e ;  
f o r  I  am, m y s e l f ,  T i n u v i e l ,  a  sp a r k  o f  t h e  
T w i l ig h t ,  a  S t a r  e v e r  i n  T w i l ig h t ,  t h e  
N ig h t in g a le ."
A s im p le  p r i n c i p l e  " la n g u a g e - le g e n d  and le g e n d -  
la n g u a g e " . I  am g la d  C h r is to p h e r  rem ind ed  me o f  i t .
